Objective. This pilot study examined factors that influenced the pursuit of a professional educational degree by certified occupational therapy assistants (COTAs) seeking to become registered occupational therapists (OTRs).
Method. Questionnaires were distributed to 92 COTAs attending a weekend professional occupational therapy education program.
Results. Although the stressors on these students were many, the depth and breadth of motivators, resources, and supports and the availability of weekend classes enabled this group of COTAs to pursue their professional development goal. Enabling the pursuit of professional degrees while working was viewed by the participants as essential to their professional development and career mobility.
Recommendations. Strategies for meeting the diverse needs of COTAs and other nontraditional adult students seeking a professional degree in occupational therapy are identified and need to be supported by educators and practitioners. An increased appreciation of the challenges faced by these students and the development of innovative programming to meet their educational needs will strengthen the profession's ability to recruit and retain diverse, competent practitioners. Cottrell, R. P. F. (2000) . COTA to OTR: Factors influencing professional development. American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 54, [413] [414] [415] [416] [417] [418] [419] [420] T he professional development and career mobility of certified occupational therapy assistants (COTAs) 1 has often been discussed in the occupational therapy professional literature (Baer, 1994; Black, 1997; Joe, 1994 Joe, , 1995 Joe, , 1996 Koehn, Winistofer, & Zemke, 1993) . Many COTAs choose to expand their role within their partnership with registered occupational therapists (OTRs) (Dodge, 1993; Grimpe, 1994; Joe, 1996; Olivas-De La O, 1995) , develop specialty skills (Black, 1997; Homminga, 1996; Joe, 1995) , pursue continuing education (Blechert & Christiansen, 1993; Peloquin, 1993) ; advance via a career laddering program (Holmes & Black, 1995; Koehn et al., 1993; Strickland, 1988) or to achieve professional recognition through the American Occupational Therapy Association's (AOTA's) various awards and the COTA 1 To become a COTA, an OTA must pass the National Board for Certification in Occupational Therapy (NBCOT) Examination for occupational therapy assistants. As of March 31, 1997, OTAs whose certification is up for renewal must participate in the NBCOT Certification Renewal program to continue to use the certification mark (personal communication, Bob Mazzolini, October 6, 1997) . OTAs can legally practice without this certification mark and OTAs who are classified as "inactive" by NBCOT are eligible for admission to Dominican College's occupational therapy program. However, at the time of this study, the NBCOT certification renewal program was not in effect, and all of the participants were COTAs.
Advanced Practice program (AOTA, 1997; Joe, 1994) . However, other COTAs seek to further develop their professional role by becoming OTRs (Baer, 1994; Cipriani, McPhee, & Swartwood, 1995; Madigan, 1985) . To do so, these COTAs must obtain a professional-level degree in occupational therapy (Hirama, 1986) .
COTA and occupational therapy students are often working adults with additional familial responsibilities and financial concerns, which limit their ability to attend traditional education programs (Cipriani et al., 1995; Davidson, 1991; Garris, 1994; Griffin, 1992; Labovitz, 1992; Perry, 1992; Shamberg, 1994) . They meet the criteria of a nontraditional student, which is defined as one who is working for pay for his or her education, pursuing education for another degree, a male in a predominantly female profession, married with children, a single parent, or having an anticipated graduation age beyond the age of 22, or a combination of these (Garris, 1994) . Adult, or nontraditional, students must face multiple daily stressors (Anderson, 1989; Polson, 1994) . Those who are parents have major family responsibilities, and these responsibilities are compounded for single-parent students (Labovitz, 1992; Perry, 1992; Polson, 1994) . Female adult students especially are "pulled in several (and often conflicting) directions by a seemingly endless stream of demands from work, family, friends, and community" (Lewis, 1988, p. 7) . Additionally, adult students generally are responsible for paying for their own education (Labovitz, 1992) , which compounds financial stress (Perry, 1992) . The decision to attend school is frequently at the expense of something else (e.g., a new car) or someone else (e.g., missing children's ball games) (Exford, 1990; Polson, 1994) .
The demands of managing multiple roles can be very challenging, especially if the adult student has been away from an academic setting for a long time. The development of independent research and study skills is essential in all professional education programs (Labovitz, 1992) but is especially crucial in a nontraditional format, which lacks the daily structure of traditional academic settings. Additionally, if a student's previous educational preparation was insufficient, the student may have learning needs that are beyond the scope of the education program and must assertively seek out additional learning resources (Labovitz, 1992) . Some adult learners may be reluctant to seek help or may delay getting the assistance they need until they have experienced major academic problems (e.g., receiving a failing grade on a paper) (Polson, 1994) . Readjusting to college life, redeveloping study skills, and locating resources are all challenges for adult learners and nontraditional students (Polson, 1994) .
Active support and assistance by the education program for the COTA's pursuit of a professional education is viewed as essential for success (Exford, 1990) . One accommodation or option that could be offered to meet the needs of this population is evening or weekend class schedules (Hirama, 1986) . However, as of this writing, only 9 of the 124 accredited occupational therapy professional education programs offer such course schedules-one program offers evening coursework and eight programs offer a weekend course format (Angelica Harris, personal communication, July 21, 1999) .
In addition to the special supports for adult learners that education programs can make available, the COTA or occupational therapy student can use coworkers and supervisors as supportive resources to obtain feedback, tapping into their professional knowledge (Benson & Higgins, 1992) . Employers can also provide contracts that include tuition reimbursement or flexible work schedules (Perry, 1992) . Nontraditional students may also need assistance in learning to manage time, delegate tasks, and negotiate with families, employers, coworkers, and friends to successfully fulfill all of their roles and responsibilities (Polson, 1994) .
Adult learners have assets that can enhance professional education programs. Labovitz (1992) characterized these learners as mature, highly motivated, self-directed, questioning, responsible, and committed. "Their wide range of life experiences can provide a rich resource for learning and a foundation for new knowledge" (Polson, 1994, p. 22) . Strickland (1987) noted that older students can use their experiences to meet the challenges of a changing health care system because they may have life experiences that give them an advantage in time management, goal-setting, and prioritization, and relationship negotiation (Sladyk, 1997). As members of the occupational therapy profession, COTAs bring past experience and related knowledge and job skills to their studies, permitting them to quickly see the relevance and applicability of course content (Benson & Higgins, 1992) or to challenge faculty members to develop more relevant course materials (Cipriani et al., 1995; Labovitz, 1992) . Many COTAs also may be members of AOTA or active in their state and local occupational therapy associations, bringing even broader perspectives to their professional studies (Evert, 1994) .
In sum, although much is known about the stressors and assets of nontraditional students and the professional development needs of COTAs, the factors that influence a COTA's pursuit of a professional occupational therapy degree have not been identified. This pilot study examined the intrinsic and extrinsic motivators; professional and personal stressors, resources and supports, and education program characteristics that influenced COTAs' pursuit of a baccalaureate degree in occupational therapy.
Method

Participants
Participants were a convenience sample of 92 students attending a weekend occupational therapy program. All were COTAs pursuing a baccalaureate degree in occupational therapy.
Instrument
A questionnaire was developed for this study based on an extensive literature review that identified issues relevant to COTA professional development, nontraditional students and career mobility. The questionnaire comprised six sections:
1.Sixteen questions on personal and professional demographics, employment characteristics, and COTA experience 2.A list of 15 professional motivators, to which respondents rated the influence each motivator had on their decision to enter a professional-level occupational therapy educational program on a 4-point Likerttype scale (no influence = 1, minimal influence = 2, moderate influence = 3, strong influence = 4) 3.A list of 17 potential stressors, to which respondents rated the extent each listed factor was stressful on a 4-point Likert-type scale (unstressful = 1, minimally stressful = 2, moderately stressful = 3, very stressful = 4) 4.A list of 15 resources and supports, to which respondents rated how important each listed factor was to their ability to pursue their professional education on a 4-point Likert scale (very important = 1, unimportant = 2, important = 3, very important = 4) 5.A list of 9 education program characteristics, to which respondents rated the level of influence each characteristic had on their decision to attend this specific weekend occupational therapy program or a 4-point Likert-type scale (no influence = 1, minimal influence = 2, moderate influence = 3, strong influence = 4). A Not Applicable (N/A) response and an Other category with room for comments were also available 6.Open-ended questions requesting additional comments on the preceding topics
Procedure
Questionnaires were distributed during class sessions along with a cover letter explaining the study's purpose, requesting return by the end of the college weekend. Participation was voluntary. Students were asked to complete the questionnaires on their own time. A drop-off box allowed for the anonymous return of questionnaires.
Data Analysis
The data were processed with the SPSS-PC 2 statistical package. With descriptive statistics, frequency data were obtained for all questions and means were determined for the ratings of the 15 professional motivators, 17 potential stressors, 15 resources and supports, and 9 educational program characteristics. Parametric statistics were computed to measure the relationship between the response categories to two or more items to professional demographics with the multivariate analysis of variance statistical program.
Results
Of 92 questionnaires distributed, 85 were returned. However, only 72 were returned completely filled out, resulting in a net response rate of 78.3%.
Characteristics of Respondents
Eighty-seven percent of the respondents were women, 54% were married, and 47% were parents. The ethnicity of respondents was 78% Caucasian, 11% Hispanic, 7% African-American, and 4% Other. Age of most of the respondents (41%) was between 31 and 40 (see Table 1 ). All respondents were working as COTAs with most (68%) working more than 30 hr per week. Geriatric nursing home settings (31%) and pediatric or school settings (25%) were the most common sites for respondent employment, with the majority of respondents (61%) having 1 to 5 years of experience working as a COTA. All respondents had associate degrees in occupational therapy, and 28% had additional non-occupational therapy degrees (see Table 2 ).
Professional Motivators
Twelve of the 15 professional motivators influencing the decision to pursue a professional-level degree in occupational therapy were rated as a moderate to strong influence by 86% or more of the respondents (see Table 3 ). The four motivators rated as most influential were to expand employment options (M = 3.78), to improve professional skills (M = 3.76), to develop professional knowledge (M = 3.76), and to increase professional autonomy (M = 3.76). T tests were computed on the 15 professional motivators, and 4 significant differences were found. School assignments was the factor identified as most stressful, with 92% rating this factor as moderately to very stressful (M = 3.54). Lack of leisure (M = 3.36) and time management limitations (M = 3.36) were the next most stressful factors identified by respondents. The factor identified as the least stressful was a nonsupportive spouse or significant other, with 61% of respondents rating this factor as unstressful to minimally stressful (M = 1.62). Lack of peer or coworker support (M = 1.63) and lack of employer support (M = 1.91) also were not major sources of stress for most of study's respondents (see Table 4 ). T tests were computed on the 17 stressors, and 9 significant differences were found. Several of these differences were related to familial status.
Resources and Supports
Ten of the 15 personal and professional resources and supports were rated as important or very important to the pursuit of a professional education by 80% or more of the study's respondents (see Table 5 ). The three resources and supports rated as most important were a supportive spouse or significant other (M = 3.82), personal commitment to career development (M = 3.80), and COTA skills and knowledge (M = 3.79). T tests were computed on the 15 resources and supports, with 6 significant differences found.
Program Characteristics
The availability of weekend classes-which allowed respondents to maintain their worker role-was the program characteristic that was most influential in respondents' selection of a weekend occupational therapy program (see Table 6 ). Ninety-two percent of respondents rated this characteristic as having had a strong influence on their decision (M = 3.85). Geographic accessibility was rated as a moderate to strong influence by 77% (M = 3.35). Statistical differences were found for two program characteristics.
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July/August 2000, Volume 54, Number 4 Overall, respondents rated the availability of a weekend occupational therapy program as very important to their decision to obtain a professional degree in occupational therapy (M = 4.55 on a 5-point scale). Sixty-one percent stated that they still would have sought an occupational therapy professional degree even if a weekend program was not available. However, most respondents commented that they would have had to delay their pursuit of this degree for a number of years (e.g., until children entered or completed school) or they would have had to attend the program parttime. Thirty-five percent stated that they would not have pursued an additional occupational therapy degree if a weekend program was not available, and the remaining respondents were undecided.
Study Limitations
This study had several limitations, including the lack of a standardized, valid instrument with which to measure the professional and personal motivators, stressors, resources and supports, and program characteristics influencing COTAs' pursuit of a professional-level education in occupational therapy. Although a comprehensive literature review provided the foundation for the study's questionnaire, establishment of the instrument's reliability and validity would strengthen future research. The study also was limited by the use of a convenience sample, the sample size, and the voluntary nature of participation. The study sample, therefore, does not represent all COTAs pursuing professionallevel baccalaureate degrees in occupational therapy.
The study's response rate of 78.3% is considered good (Babbie, 1979) . The degree of bias due to nonresponse, however, is unknown, and this limits the ability to make generalizations.
Discussion
The results of the questionnaire data support the importance of personal and professional motivation, resources and supports, and nontraditional educational options for COTAs who seek to develop professionally through the pursuit of a baccalaureate degree in occupational therapy. This study also highlighted the diversity of this student population and the broad range of stressors encountered by adult learners.
Characteristics of Respondents
The sample was a student population that was older and more diverse than the overall professional-level occupational therapy student population that was described in the AOTA Education Data Survey (1995) conducted in 1994, the same year as this study. One hundred percent of respondents in the current study were working COTAs, versus 4.6% of respondents in the AOTA Education Data Survey. Additionally, 13% versus 10.6% were male, 22% versus 9.5% belonged to an ethnic minority, and 91% versus 30.4% were older than 25 (AOTA, 1995) . This diversity in student characteristics provides this educational program with a wealth of personal, cultural, and professional experiences that can be used to develop knowledge, skills, and attitudes for professional-level occupational therapy practice.
The AOTA Education Data Survey (1995) does not provide information on marital status or family composition; however, given the age difference between study respondents and the general occupational therapy student population, it can be assumed that a higher percentage of respondents were parents and married, divorced, or widowed than the general student population. Familial responsibilities can have a negative impact on professional retention, with childbearing and rearing the primary reason occupational therapists have left the field (Bailey, 1990); however, respondents in the current study (47% of whom were parents) not only were retaining their occupational therapy role, they were expanding it.
Professional Motivators
Respondents in the current study were clearly motivated and self-directed, with a proven commitment to their chosen profession. As shown in Table 3 , respondents' levels of motivation were very high and linked to their professional career development. The finding of a high level of professional motivation among respondents was not surprising to me because, as director of this occupational therapy program, I have observed this motivation firsthand. However, the significance of this motivation cannot be underestimated. Most important to the profession are the potential implications of the study's results for the retention of motivated, skilled practitioners. As Grossman (1992) wrote, occupational therapists who assume responsibility for their continued learning and who exhibit a commitment to professional development and lifelong learning will achieve professional excellence and contribute to the growth of the profession. Practitioners who gain knowledge and skills also grow professionally as individuals. This personal growth contributes to a positive sense of career self-efficacy, which enables one to perform a job confidently, resulting in increased job satisfaction and ultimately improving pro- fessional retention (Bush, Powell, & Herzberg, 1993) .
In contrast, disillusionment with the field of occupational therapy has been a major reason why practitioners have left the profession (Bailey, 1990) . Unmet career expectations due to burnout and feelings of incompetence have also resulted in attrition (Bush et al., 1993) . Although the published research on professional attrition has focused on OTRs, unmet career expectations and disillusionment are not alien to COTAs. These factors are frequently cited during this program's admissions interview as major precipitants for returning to school to become an OTR. Students frequently state that they want to learn more so they can provide the highest quality of care, advance professionally, and advocate for their profession. The motivators cited by the study's respondents in Table 3 supports this commitment to professional growth.
The contrast between the respondents' levels of motivation and the published research on attrition raises several questions for further research: What are the characteristics of occupational therapy practitioners who choose to leave the field as compared with those who return to school for professional development? What is the rate of professional retention for COTAs who advance to become OTRs? Are COTAs who become OTRs more satisfied with their profession? As professionals with a history of self-directed learning, do they face professional challenges in a proactive, adaptive manner? Additional research is also indicated to study the motivational differences noted in Table 3 .
Although this study has clearly generated a number of questions warranting further study, it did identify a cohort of practicing COTAs dedicated to their career and motivated to pursue their professional growth. As Fidler (1993) reflected, the ability to know what one needs and wants and the commitment to pursue this self-growth to increase one's competencies is empowering. Given the challenges of a changing health care system, it is heartening to know that these highly motivated COTAs will be assuming empowered positions as OTRs in diverse practice areas.
Stressors
Although the depth and breadth of respondents' motivations was clear, it was also highly evident that the stress of attending a full-time professional educational program was considerable. It was not surprising that school assignments, lack of leisure, and time management limitations were the top three stressors identified by respondents. The need to balance a student role (with its many assignments) with the adult roles of home maintainer, worker, parent, and spouse resulted in decreased leisure and increased demands on respondents' time. The maintenance of a balance between work, play, and rest is a fundamental principle of occupational therapy, but it is also the one that most occupational therapy students report that they largely ignore while attending school. Many respondents commented, however, that the time-limited nature of this imbalance eased their stress and that they anticipated resuming their leisure activities after obtaining their professional degree.
Understandably, respondents who were parents identified higher levels of stress in the three areas discussed previously, and in the areas of familial commitments and home management. Divorced respondents also reported increased stress, and females were more stressed than males. Issues regarding familial supports, parental needs and gender roles, values, and tasks, (e.g., the "second shift") are clearly relevant and warrant further exploration (Hochschild, 1989; Loukas, 1992; Primeau, 1992; Redding & Dowling, 1992) .
On the positive side, it was encouraging to note that a nonsupportive spouse or significant other was the least stressful factor identified by respondents. Lack of peer or coworker support and lack of employer support also were not major stressors, indicating that most respondents had established support systems to alleviate stress. In addition, experiencing stress is not inherently detrimental to one's professional development (Griffin, 1992) . In the 1994 study by Everly, Poff, Lamport, Hamant, and Alvey, 62% of their participants stated that the stress they experienced while pursuing their occupational therapy degree sustained their commitment to their professional education in occupational therapy. My college's faculty members frequently hear this from students: "I made it this far-I can't quit now!"
Resources and Supports
Contributing to students' abilities to manage stress and maintain their commitment to their professional education was their accessibility to a range of resources and supports. The value of the resource identified by study respondents as most important (that is, a supportive spouse or significant other) cannot be underestimated. Lewis (1988) discussed the negative impact that a partner's opposition can have on a woman returning to school. At the college where I work, faculty members often have observed the qualitative impact of a partner's support or lack of support on a student's academic performance. Supportive faculty members, fellow students, coworkers, employers, and mentors were additional resources identified as important by most respondents, highlighting the benefits of a strong professional network.
The program's commitment to providing "on call" faculty members was viewed as essential to success because students cannot schedule discussions or ask questions during traditional office hours due to work and familial commitments. The availability of a personal and professional support network to provide encouragement (e.g., "You can do it"), information (e.g., how to approach a clinical problem) and services (e.g., serving as a subject for range of motion assessments) was greatly appreciated by respondents. Many commented that they "could never do this alone."
Intrinsic factors, such as a personal commitment to career development and COTA knowledge and skills, were also very important to respondents, with many commenting that these inherent strengths often helped them "get through" difficult coursework. As Fidler (1993) emphasized, the process of learning to use one's personal and professional resources more fully can empower the self to face challenges.
Respondents also valued external resources that met practical needs. Assistance with home management and child care was more important to parents and to female respondents, which, again, raises questions about parental supports and gender roles. Parents also valued the program's affordable tuition because it eased the financial burden of attending school while raising children. In addition, program review classes were a more important resource for parents than nonparents: Parents' study time was more limited, and these classes enabled them to "catch up" and master challenging coursework. The development of professional writing skills also can be difficult to master, especially if English is a second language; therefore, it was understandable that Hispanic students rated the Learning Resource Center (which provides writing tutorials and 1:1 assistance) as a more important resource than other ethnic groups.
Program Characteristics
As working adults with multiple commitments, it was not surprising that most respondents rated the availability of weekend classes as the program characteristic that was most important to them. Geographic accessibility that allowed a relatively easy commute, even if the commute was many hours or cross-country, was also an important program characteristic.
Additionally, most respondents commented that the program's schedule of classes every third weekend rather than every other weekend was crucial in coping with the major stressors of school assignments, decreased leisure, and time management limitations. Having two weekends between classes enabled respondents to competently complete schoolwork and "actually have a bit of a personal life," an important resource for one's professional development.
Summary
The results of this study reinforced the need for, and value of, nontraditional education options (e.g., weekend and evening programs, tuition reimbursement, flexible work schedules) for COTAs seeking to become OTRs. The provision of an accessible professional education program for nontraditional students with work responsibilities and financial concerns (which often prohibit attending weekday classes) clearly meets COTA and occupational therapy student needs for professional career development. These findings, although limited to one education program, may serve to support and enhance COTA professional development:
• COTAs considering the pursuit of a professionallevel OT degree can critically evaluate their personal and professional motivators, stressors, and resources and supports, as well as characteristics of the occupational therapy program, before entering one of these education programs. This ensures a suitable match between their personal lives and professional development.
• Entry-level professional education programs can review their curriculum designs and develop innovative programming options for working COTAs, building on the solid professional foundation that COTAs bring to academia.
• Education programs can develop effective strategies and resources (e.g., "on-call" faculty members, review classes, stress management workshops) to meet the unique educational challenges presented by a diverse, nontraditional student population, without compromising academic standards.
• Employers of COTAs, occupational therapy supervisors, and practitioners can support COTA career mobility through the provision of flexible work schedules, tuition remission, clinical supervision, and active mentorship. Considering the challenges that occupational therapy practitioners face in today's complex health care system, it is vital that COTA professional development and career mobility be supported through a concerted effort of occupational therapy employers, coworkers, and professional education programs. L
